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Extreme Life of the Sea is a 
wonderful book, written in an 
engaging style by world-renowned 
marine biologist Stephen Palumbi 
and his science writer/novelist son, 
Anthony Palumbi. Between the two 
of them, they have managed to write 
a book that presents information in a 
way that a layman without a marine 
science background will enjoy, but 
with enough science to make it a 
useful text for marine biologists 
as well. It’s a thorough overview 
of ‘extreme’ life in the oceans, 
covering the smallest to the largest, 
the shallowest to the deepest, the 
fastest, coldest, hottest and last, 
but not least, the oddest family 
relationships (reality TV can’t even 
come close to what goes on in the 
marine realm — see Chapter 10). 
While you can get bits and pieces 
of the material covered here in 
various articles and book chapters, 
this is the first time that all of this 
information has been compiled 
in one place, and the timing of 
this book couldn’t be better. With 
increasingly detrimental human 
impacts on ocean ecosystems, 
people will only appreciate what 
will be lost if they are aware of 
what is there, and this book does 
an excellent job in raising their 
awareness. 
A very appealing aspect of this 
book is that, while it is divided 
into chapters, you do not need 
to read it sequentially — in other 
words, you do not have to read 
Chapter 1 to understand Chapter 
3. This is good, because Chapter 
1 is perhaps the driest chapter 
of the book, discussing the fossil 
history of oceanic life, and I hope 
that readers don’t get discouraged 
and stop reading. Chapter 2 
Book review discusses the smallest life forms — the microbes — and while some 
readers may want to skip ahead 
to the charismatic megafauna 
(whales, dolphins, sharks, turtles) 
discussed in subsequent chapters, 
I was reeled in as soon as I read 
the authors’ vivid description of 
what happens when a virus takes 
over a cell: “it descends into living 
death as a slave factory for its viral 
controllers”.  Fascinating stories 
are presented in each chapter, 
and I stress the word ‘stories’ 
here, because the presentation is 
not a simple recitation of facts, 
but captivating narratives of how 
scientists determined that bowhead 
whales are over 100 years old, how 
snapping shrimp stun their prey with 
sound waves, why billfish heat their 
eyes, etc. 
Every chapter not only describes 
bizarre or unusual animals, but also 
the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of their unusual 
adaptations, if known. In addition to 
great stories, the authors give vivid, 
comprehensible and often humorous 
descriptions of what might 
otherwise be difficult concepts to 
understand, such as describing a 
whale fall (a whale carcass that has 
fallen to the deep ocean floor) as 
“finding the only open coffee shop 
at midnight at a giant airport”. 
Although written for the layman, 
the book is heavily footnoted with 
small, unobtrusive numbers that 
correlate with full citations provided 
chapter by chapter at the end of the 
book, making it easy to find more 
information on any of the topics 
discussed. While there are a few 
minor errors in the book (claiming 
that vent shrimp have infrared 
vision, implying that all deep-sea 
anglerfishes have parasitic males), 
the information and ample footnoting 
makes this a valuable supplemental 
text for marine biology courses. 
What I really like about the book 
is that, after leaving us awestruck 
“…we have these amazing 
ecosystems in our oceans 
and our activities are having 
very detrimental effects on 
them, but it’s not too late to 
fix things if we act now.”about the wondrous life forms in 
our oceans, the authors devote a 
chapter to how human activities are 
affecting the environment, and how 
seemingly insignificant changes, 
such as a 1 degree increase in water 
temperature, can have a dramatic 
effect on the ability of organisms to 
survive. They provide compelling 
examples of human impacts that 
have already been documented, as 
well as eye-opening descriptions 
of how seemingly unrelated events, 
such as overharvesting of sharks by 
international fishing fleets and the 
crash of the scallop fishery off the 
Carolina coast, are intertwined.  
Most importantly, the epilogue  
gives us hope — we have these 
amazing ecosystems in our oceans 
and our activities are having very 
detrimental effects on them, but it’s 
not too late to fix things if we act 
now. 
The authors have done a 
tremendous job in introducing us to 
the amazing animals and ecosystems 
present in our oceans, and hopefully 
their appreciation of marine life, 
which permeates every chapter 
of this book, will be absorbed by 
readers and inspire them to want to 
protect these irreplaceable resources 
as well.  
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